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12.2 percent of all on-duty deaths and is almost 50 percent lower than
the number for the first 10 years that NFPA conducted this study. In
part, this is a reflection of the decline in incendiary and suspicious
figes over the same period.

w. Last year, two firefighters also suffered fatal peart attacks as a result
of false alarms. One collapsed at the scene of a malicious falsc alarm,
ghd the other dicd at the station after returning from an alarm mal-
fiinction. Over the past 10 years, 22 firefighter deaths have resulted
from malicious calls or alarm malfunctions.

Of the 91 firefighters who died while on duty in 1998, 82 were
members of local, municipal career, and volunteer fire departments,
while 3 were contractors to state and federal forestry agencies, 3 were
employed by state forestry agencies, 1 was a member of a state inmate
forestry crew, 1 was an employee of a federal forestry agency, and 1 was
a member of the military.

Generally, career firefighter deaths have declined since 1977 (see
Figure 9). For volunteer firefighters, however, the trend isnt clear. The
number of volunteer firefighter deaths dropped sharply from 1988 to
1994, then rose sharply in 1995 and 1996. The number dropped again
in 1997 and 1998, but not as low as it did in the early 1990s. With the
exception of 1994, the gap between the number of career and volun-
teer firefighter deaths continues to be much greater than it was in the
early to mid-1980s.

Conclusions

For the past four years, the number of on-duty firefighter deaths has
stayed below 100. Throughout the 1980s, the number of deaths aver-
aged slightly less than 130 per year, then dropped sharply over the next
five years only to rise again to an average of approximately 97 deaths
per year. Although this almost 25 percent difference is a tremendous
improvement, two persistent problem areas remain—nheart attacks and
vehicle crashes.

Heart attacks remain the largest single firefighter fatality concern.
Although the number of fatal on-duty heart attacks has dropped by
more than a third over the 22-year period, they consistently account for
40 to 50 percent of the deaths annually. And the victims of heart attacks
consistently include a large percentage of individuals already known to
have serious health problems, such as existing heart disease, hyperten-
sion, and diabetes. An extremie example is a firefighter who died in 1998,
He was reportedly being evaluated for a heart transplant, but continued
to serve as a driver and an exterior firefighter for his department.

Proper screening of fire service applicants, maintaining fitness
requirements throughout a career, and annual health testing are essen-
tial tools in ensuring the readiness of the fire service for the stress of
duty and in reducing the number of on-duty heart attack deaths that
continue to occur each year. Use NFPA 1582, Medical Requirements for
Fire Fighters, to screen both new and existing firefighters.

Vehicle crashes comprise the other major firefighter fatality issue.
Aircraft crashes account for 22.6 percent of all the motor vehicle crash
deaths in the past 10 years. But because aircraft aren't in widespread
use throughout the fire service, we concentrate on highway vehicles.
When we exclude aircraft and other nonhighway vehicles, we find that
crashes accounted for 13 percent of all firefighter fatalities over the past
10 years. Even more disturbing is the fact that the total number of such
deaths in that period—126—is only slightly lower than the number
that occurred in the first 10 years—131. We haven't seen any signifi-
cant decrease. Many of these deaths can be attributed to operator error,
such as exceeding the speed limit, driving too fast for road conditions,
failing to yield, failing to stop, and failing to wear seat belts. These
deaths can be prevented through better training and driver education.

Firefighters responding in their own vehicles must obey all applica-
ble driving laws. These vehicles shouldn't be equipped with warning
devices. Tankers, particularly converted types, demand special atten-
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